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Background
During the rule of King Ezena in 
the third century AD, apiculture 
was already known in Ethiopia. 
Honey was produced over 
the centuries with indigenous 
knowledge passed over from 
one generation to the next, with 
little or no external expertise/
knowledge.
In the 1960’s, the government 
of Ethiopia started an apiculture 
development program centered 
on improved hives. Not only did 
these hives increase the quality 
and quantity of honey to be 
harvested from a colony, but 
it also offered the opportunity 
to easily inspect the hives to 
determine the maturity of the 
honey and to carry out harvesting 
accordingly.
Productivity of honeybees in 
traditional hives in Ethiopia is 
very low. An average of 5-6 kg 
of honey could be collected per 
year. Improved hives may yield 15 
to 40 kg.   Early in 2000,  national 
honey production was estimated 
at 24,600 tones per year. The 
estimate is based on 65% and 
75% occupational efficiency 
of 7.5 million traditional and 
20 thousand  improved hives 
respectively. Beekeeping is 
home-garden activity for many 
rural people in all parts of the 
country except in the extreme 
highlands and lowlands of the 
country. 
Apiculture




Apiculture was identified as a priority 
market oriented commodity by 
stakeholders in 6 of 10 IPMS Pilot 
Learning Woredas (PLWs), i.e., Atsbi, 
Fogera, Bure, Ada’a, Goma and Alaba. 
Key consideration in the selection of 
the commodity in these Districts were 
existing/evolving market demand, 
farmers honey market orientation/
participation, and agro-ecological 
suitability. 
Traditionally, the demand for honey in 
Ethiopia is based on the consumption 
of honey in alcoholic “tej” and non-
alcoholic “birz” beverages. Processing 
of the honey for such beverages takes 
place in the households and/or in 
specialized “tej” houses.  The latter are 
often operated by women and create 
income. An informal set of market 
channels is used to create linkages 
between producers and consumers 
of the beverages. Another, much less 
documented, traditional product is semi 
clean honey which is obtained through a 
natural process of separation as a result 
of storing honey in containers over a 
long period of time. Such honey is also 
consumed locally. 
With the introduction of the improved 
hives, the supply of new honey product 
i.e. pure honey began, which can be 
used as table honey for the domestic as 
well as export market. Initial processing 
None or limited linkages/involvement •	
between bee keepers and apiculture 
value chain actors
It was furthermore diagnosed that  lack •	
of economy of scale in input/services 
supply for the private sector which led 
the government to assume the role 
of an active partner in the apiculture 
value chain, in particular for the supply 
of improved hives and processing 
equipments
Perhaps as a result of this technology •	
input focus, the extension system used 
a campaign style approach centered 
on the introduction of improved hives
The general bottlenecks in modern 
apiculture resulted in low bee hive 
occupancy rate and low quantity and 
poor quality of honey
Diagnosis of the apiculture value chain
IPMS introduced a participatory and 
market-oriented commodity value chain 
development approach to help boost 
production and productivity of smallholder 
farmers. The approach is holistic in that 
it considers input supply, production, 
agricultural services, marketing, and business 
support services as necessary building blocks 
of commodity development. It stresses 
business principles (including market 
demand and cost/benefit considerations) as 
the driving force for production decisions. 
Both the public and the private sector are 
seen as critical actors of commodity value 
chains. Knowledge sharing and capacity 
building efforts are encouraged to stimulate 
innovations and increase efficiencies. Gender 
Table 1. Honey marketing matrix















of such honey takes place at village 
level, followed by further processing by 
larger scale commercial companies in 
and outside Ethiopia. Part of this honey 
is branded as special e.g. white honey 
from Atsbi.
Using participatory methods, the 
following constraints in the honey value 
chains were identified in the six honey 
producing districts:
Limited knowledge/skills on modern •	
apiculture development by producers 
and service providers 
Inadequate supply of inputs/•	
accessories – bee forage, colonies, bee 
wax, protective clothing, beekeeping 
accessories (extractor, casting mould, 
queen excluders, etc) 
Lack of knowledge/participation •	
in emerging markets of new honey 
products
equity, environment and natural resource 
enhancing or neutral development are 
seen as pillars for sustainable development. 
Selection of priority commodities, diagnosis 
of challenges, and design and analysis 
of interventions all follow the above 
approaches. In the end, implementation of 
the approach is carried out by the project 
and public and private sector partners.
Value chain development approach
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Value chain development
Skills development
Because of the scarcity of trained 
manpower at District level, linkages 
were facilitated with trainers from 
outside IPMS Districts including 
innovative commercial farmers (Atsbi), 
staff from commercial companies (Atsbi 
and Goma), Holetta Bee Research (Alaba 
and Goma), Andasa Research (Bure), 
private consultancy firm (Ada’a), and 
IPMS staff (Fogera and Bure).
Contrary to previous trainings, these 
initial trainings were followed up with 
field training for further learning and 
field days to scale out skills/knowledge 
to more farmers. Training manuals on 
apiculture were also developed and 
used. These manuals provide many 
of the best practices promoted by 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MoARD).
To equip staff for the participatory value 
chain development approach, training 
was provided in the use of participatory 
market oriented extension methods, 
gender and HIV/AIDs extension and 
rapid market assessment. The project 
staff developed manuals on these topics 
to facilitate the use of these approaches 
for scaling out and up.
Knowledge management
The Project in partnership with MoARD, •	
developed the Ethiopian Agricultural 
Portal (EAP) – www.eap.gov.et. 
Amongst others, this portal contains 
documents on apiculture including 
production, marketing, business 
service development, and training 
manuals. The project facilitated access 
to the internet for the extension staff 
in Woreda Knowledge Centers (WKCs) 
and in Farmer Training Centers (FTCs) – 
whenever telephone lines are available. 
For those sites that have difficulty 
accessing internet, offline copies of the 
EAP were supplied
To create interest/awareness on •	
apiculture, the project facilitated study 
tours for producers, agricultural staff 
and administrators to locations with 
improved apiculture production as well 
as to commercial honey processing 
companies
The project also engaged students for •	
their thesis research and organized 
seminars to present their findings to 
the stakeholders in the Districts
To document and avail knowledge to a •	
wider audience, the project developed 
a video on colony splitting entitled “No 
bees no honey”
Involvement and linking value 
chain actors
Extension/project staff in the Districts, •	
facilitated linkages with input/services 
and marketing organizations as 
summarized in the following value 
chain interventions.  
Agricultural extension
As diagnosed, the development of improved apiculture was severely hampered by the lack of knowledge and skills at District level. Innovative ways to 
building skills and sharing knowledge while linking multiple partners where 
needed. 
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To explore market potentials and •	
actors, the project conducted local 
value chain assessments with staff 
from the Office of Agriculture & Rural 
Development (OoARD) and students. 
The results of the studies were used 
to create linkages and marketing 
information 
Linkages with new market 
partners and price information
Examples of linkages with new •	
marketing partners include:
Atsbi producers with Dimma Enterprise •	
and traders in Mekelle,
East Shoa Apiculture Association and •	
Beza Mar with Ada’a producers, with 
Bure
cooperative, traders in Addis with Bure •	
cooperative,
 Beza Mar in Nazreth and Alem Honey •	
bees Wax processing factory in 
Kombolcha with Goma producers and 
Beza Mar with Alaba producers•	
Strengthening local, private 
or cooperative processing and 
marketing 
Modern hives require honey extractors, •	
which are usually provided by the 
OaRDs for demonstration purposes 
in selected Kebelles. This intervention 
is justified initially, in that there is 
insufficient scale to economically start 
small scale commercial processing
 Good examples of local commercial •	
processing have started to emerge, 
however, in Ada’a and Atsbi some 
(mobile) services are provided by 
commercial companies. Similarly in 
Goma, where the number of improved 
hives is considerable (over 8,000), 
several village level processors (> 100) 
have started extracting honey from the 
their own as well as their neighbors’ 
hives.  The project has started 
preparing loans for such small scale 
entrepreneurs 
It has been observed in a few locations •	
that lack of processing equipment 
leads to poorer quality honey since bee 
keepers harvest/process all hives at 
once instead of harvesting according 
to maturity
Small scale cooperatives and/or •	
associations were strengthened/
established in Bure, Ada’a, Goma and 
Alaba to learn and share experiences 
among producers.  Most cooperatives 
did not progress to the stage of 
processing/marketing of honey, except 
for the cooperative in Bure, which 
collected honey (with credit provided 
by the OoARD) from its members and 
sold it to traders in Addis
Quality improvement
 Most of the honey (crude and or semi •	
processed) which is sold outside the 
Districts is packed in poor quality bags 
(e.g. fertilizers bags). To link up with 
the commercial processors, producers 
were encouraged to use plastic and or 
stainless steel containers
Bee colonies need forage and water 
resources, and a sheltered place to 
produce the honey. Last but not least, a 
bee keeper with ability to manage these 
components to produce honey in a cost 
effective way is critical. 
Outline of some of the main production 
interventions: details on these 
interventions along with approaches 
and methods used can be found in 
training manuals (see section 8).  
Use of improved hives
In principle, two types of improved •	
hives can be used i.e. the frame hive 
(also referred to as modern hives) 
and the Kenya top bar hive (referred 
to as transitional hives). In the past, 
introduction of the modern hives 
has been considerably emphasized. 
The project stimulated the use of 
transitional hives in locations where 
the business services for modern hives 
were not yet well developed
Credit has been used to introduce hives •	
by the OoARD/NGOs/Food Security 
Programs. These organizations or 
programs provided credit either directly 
or through Micro finance Institutions 
(MFI). The project also channeled 
funds through MFIs in Alaba, Atsbi and 
Goma, flexibility in terms of number of 
hives for which credit is provided and 
the loan repayment period
Production 
interventions
To improve the production of honey, the project helped address:








The project introduced different marketing interventions, especially 
for the new honey products including:
Facilitation of linkages with new •	
market partners and provision of 
price information
Strengthening local  private/•	
cooperative processing and 
marketing capability
Quality improvement •	
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Apiary site/hive management
In the past, hives were placed near •	
the sources of forage. This system has 
also been tried for the improved hives; 
however hive/bees were more exposed 
to danger  such as wild life, birds, ants, 
pests, theft and in addition took more 
time to manage. For example in Atsbi, 
it was clear that bees in hives placed 
in rehabilitated areas were attacked 
by blackbirds. For these reasons, most 
hives are now placed in or near the 
homestead in shaded areas. Protection 
of hives/honey from ant attacks is an 
important management aspect and 
various local devices have been used 
to achieve this
Bee management
Colony transfer / management
Many new colonies were leaving •	
their newly built houses (absconding) 
quite quickly. Training was provided 
on colony transfer and management 
aimed at reducing absconding 
Feeding and watering
While colonies normally obtain •	
their pollen/nectar and water from 
the various bee forages and natural 
water sources, supplementary 
feeding practices are required during 
seasonal shortages of natural bee 
forage. Interestingly, bee keepers 
have developed their own “recipes” 
using various types of flour, sugar and 
in some cases hot pepper. Similarly 
beekeepers developed devices for 
providing drinking water – including 
devices which prevent bees from 
drowning
Disease management
Another important component in •	
the management of bees and hives 
is proper sanitary measures to avoid 
fungal and wax moth infestation
Clean honey harvesting
Finally, most traditional hives are •	
harvested destructively and result in a 
mixture of brood, wax and honey. Use 
of modern hives allows non destructive 
and more controlled/manageable 
harvesting methods
Input supply and 
service provision 
interventions
To make the improved honey production system functional, the 
project helped in areas of:
Bee colony supply •	




Traditionally, colonies are caught by •	
farmers or specialists in the honey 
producing areas. In other locations, 
where bee keeping is not common, 
colonies are caught elsewhere and 
then sold to colony deficient areas – 
good examples are Alaba, and parts of 
Atsbi and Bure
In several Districts, the occupancy •	
rate of some newly introduced hives 
was sometimes as low as 20% (Bure). 
This may have been the result of 
inadequate knowledge/skills on colony 
transfer to improved hives, but also 
lack of colonies in specific locations 
as a result of reduced natural habitat 
(forests/bushes). The project therefore 
facilitated training on bee colony 
splitting 
Hive making 
Most modern hives were produced •	
in mass by medium sized companies 
while the BoARDs handled quality 
control. These modern hives were 
however found to be expensive (Birr 
550 without accessories). Therefore, 
local carpenters and entrepreneurial 
farmers were trained and are able 
to produce top bar hives from local 
materials, (at a cost of Birr 30 to 100 
per hive), thus adding an income 
generation activity at village and 
District level 
Supply of accessories, including 
foundation sheets 
Improved hives have to be managed •	
with improved accessories to reap the 
full benefits. To manage modern hives, 
wax foundation sheets are required, 
and were initially supplied through the 
OoARD. In Goma, one apiculture shop 
keeper entered into the business of 
making foundation sheets on request, 
either from wax provided by the bee 
keepers (for service charge) or wax 
purchased from tej houses. Similarly, 
the same shop keeper keeps a stock of 
smokers; protective clothing and other 
required items and sells them to the 
beekeepers who pay cash or pay back 
with honey after it’s been harvested.  A 
loan was provided to the shop keeper 
to strengthen this business. This 
example has been followed in Fogera, 
where a private shop has been opened, 
while in Ada’a the Eastern Shoa 
Apiculture Association has opened an 
apiculture input/service shop 
Bee forage management
Bee forage is obtained from natural •	
and planted vegetation. The supply 
of bee forage varies considerably 
between locations and seasons and 
requires an assessment to develop 
proper feeding strategies. As a result of 
interventions on grazing areas in some 
of the Districts (Atsbi, Fogera), the 
production of natural flowers as well as 
the seasonal distribution of the flowers 
increased. The project encouraged 
farmers near such areas to benefit 
from this opportunity. Bee forage from 
planted vegetation is usually a by-
product i.e. flowers from fodder crops 
for dairy-fattening and flowers from 
food-cash crops. Good examples of 
planted vegetation are the following: 
fodder crops (Alfalfa, Sesbania, 
Leucaena, Tagasate (tree Lucerne), etc), 
food crops and cash crops (coffee, oil 
crops, fruit trees)
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Observable (Measurable) achievements 
Data from Alaba on hive productivity for 
17 farmers, who had 5 improved hives 
each, indicated that on average 13 kg/
hive was harvested in the first year and 
38 kg/hive in the second year.
Input supply and marketing 
Multiplication of bee colonies by some 
honey producers has started in Atsbi, 
Fogera, Bure and Alaba, but so far most 
producers do notr market colonies. No 
major problems have been encountered 
so far. It was observed that some trained 
farmers in Bure also passed their newly 
acquired skills to neighboring farmers. 
Because of the increased demand for 
colonies, prices in some places have 
doubled and gone up to over Birr 500 
per colony (price varies depending on 
market situation and colony quality). 
Colony reproduction/supply has 
therefore become a lucrative business. 
It is for this reason that the project 
facilitated training of specialist famers 
to produce colonies in locations where 
deficiencies existed
Hive making by local carpenters and/
or farmers is on-going in Goma, Fogera, 
Bure and Alaba. No major problems 
have been encountered. 
Supply of foundation sheets in Goma as 
a business is on-going. The investment 
cost of a  foundation sheet press is 
around Birr 5000 to 7000.  A shop keeper 
in Goma produces sheets in different 
sizes/prices according to the wishes of 
Production, productivity and 
income
To measure impact on production/
productivity at the household level, the 
project conducted a household survey 
(year 2007/08) in which households 
using improved hives (adopters) were 
compared with households using 
traditional hives (non adopters). In all 
sites, households which had introduced 
improved hives with improved 
management practices, had on average 
more hives (local plus improved) and a 
higher annual honey production, and 
earned more income as a result (Figures 
2 and 3). 
the clients’ i.e. full size at Birr 10/sheet 
and smaller sized strips at Birr 2-3/sheet. 
Purchase price of wax is between Birr 50 
to 60/kg. One kg of wax produces about 
10 full sized sheets. For beekeepers 
who bring their own wax to produce 
foundation sheets, he charges Birr 0.6/
sheet.
Small-scale private processing with 
locally made honey extractors, is mostly 
used by bee keepers for their own 
hives, but they also provide service to 
neighboring farmers at Birr 50/night or 
Birr 10/hive.
Gender
Traditionally, honey production is a 
male dominated enterprise, because 
of factors such as location of hives 
(mostly on trees in the forest), as well 
as the destructive harvesting methods 
which expose harvesters to risk. It was 
noted however that a limited number of 
women benefitted from processing and 
selling of tej.
Because of a gender sensitive training, a 
more manageable improved hive and its 
placement in the back yard, apiculture 
production has become more accessible 
to women. Districts now have a few 
women beekeepers. 
Environment 
Apiculture is known for its positive 
interaction with other farm activities 
through pollination of various planted 
crops, which increase fruit and seed 
setting. 
In some of the sites, negative effects 
on apiculture have been observed 
as a result of changes in cropping 
pattern, which has resulted in the loss 
of flora (e.g oil crops in Fogera). On 
the other hand, positive effects have 
also been observed as a result of land 
management changes i.e. grazing area 
rehabilitation/management in Atsbi 
and Fogera which resulted in increased 
flowering in the dry season. Irrigated 
agriculture can also result in increased 
availability of flowers in the dry season 
(e.g. onion seed production). 
However, the use of agro chemicals has 
reportedly led to negative effects on 
bee colonies. Changes from Round up 
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Agricultural extension
Use of the IPMS approach enabled 
stakeholders in the apiculture value 
chain to diagnose and design District 
specific interventions for marketing, 
input supply and apiculture production.
Given the limited apiculture knowledge 
and skills among the public sector staff 
and beekeepers, alternative knowledge 
management and skills development 
approaches were used successfully, 
including use of knowledge generated 
by bee keepers and/or found on the 
internet; involvement of trainers from 
the apiculture industry and research. 
While the project used innovative 
approaches to build skills and 
knowledge of the extension workers 
and producers; in the long run more 
ttentionwill have to be paid to develop 
the educational institutions, charged 
with the responsibility of “producing” 
skilled apiculture specialists and 
beekeepers.
Creating linkages among bee keepers 
and knowledge/skills providers, inputs/
service providers and marketing agents 
is key to the development of the 
apiculture value chain. 
Marketing 
Most of the linkages with  large scale 
commercial processors have not 
yet resulted in major contractual 
arrangements, partly because of 
insufficient supply and/or fluctuating 
demand, lack of good quality honey, 
and disagreement over price and lack of 
price incentive. 
To avoid clashes between beekeepers, 
commercial actors, their agents or 
traditional traders, ways and means 
should be explored to link established 
actors to the processed honey value 
channels. 
When sufficient economy of scale is 
achieved (at least 50 to 60 hives within 
a limited geographic location), private 
Lessons, challenges and recommendations for scaling out and up
Actors and roles
As a result of using a commodity value 
chain approach, linkages with new 
apiculture value chain actors have been 
created and new roles are emerging.
and/or cooperative processing of frame 
hives can be an economically viable 
business and micro-finance institutions 
need to provide funding for such small 
scale entrepreneurs. 
District/village level cooperatives are 
still in their infancy, but have been able 
to successfully attract credit funds and 
extension support, though their role in 
marketing is still limited.
Once the supply of clear honey starts to 
exceed local demand, existing private 
and/or cooperative trade channels can 
be used to link producers with urban 
markets/processors.
Production 
At the early stages of the apiculture 
commercialization process, when 
business service support for input 
supply, processing and marketing is 
limited, it is recommended to start with 
Kenya Top Bar hive (transitional hive).
Research outputs publications & film
For publications and other documents : 
Project Website:  http://www.ipms-ethiopia.org
Ethiopian Agriculture Portal:  http:www.eap.gov.et 
Yields can fluctuate considerably from 
year to year as a result of variations in 
climate. Most farmers need at least 2 
years to achieve reasonable yields. The 
number of hives per beekeeper should 
be flexible based on the individual’s 
capacity and available bee forage 
resources. Credit arrangements for 
commercial apiculture technologies 
should reflect this. 
Input supply
Alternative supply systems for  different 
inputs/services are successfully 
emerging, mostly by private sector 
actors, including: colony production by 
specialized farmers, foundation sheets 
production and the supply of accessories 
by apiculture shops and hive making by 
innovative farmers and local carpenters.
To meet the increased demand for 
bee wax that is needed to prepare 
foundation sheets for modern hives, 
traditional and transitional hives should 
also be kept in production. 
Cooperatives may also provide the same 
inputs/services, but need to develop 
agro business mentality.
Combining apiculture marketing and 
input/service supply in local private 
and/or cooperative hubs should be 
considered as business models in 
Districts with commercially oriented 
apiculture development. Credit 
should be provided to stimulate such 
development. 
